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/ Executive summary

This report presents the research carried out in four South African universities:
the Independent Institute of Education (IIEMSA Campus); the University

of the Witwatersrand Main Campus; North-West University’'s Mahikeng

and Vanderbijlpark Campuses; University of KwaZulu Natal's Westville and
Howard Campuses. The research combined both qualitative and quantitative
methodologies to provide a holistic understanding of South African university
students’ understanding of technology-facilitated gender-based violence
(TFGBV), their experiences of TFGBV on social media as well as online dating
apps, the types of TFGBV as well as the emotional effects of TFGBV occurrences.
Drawing on survey responses and focus group discussions, the study offers
valuable insights into how South African students navigate digital relationships
and the vulnerabilities that emerge in online environments.

Key quantitative and qualitative findings reveal widespread unfamiliarity
among participants with the term TFGBYV, despite many students having directly
experienced or witnessed forms of technology-based abuse. Also noted is the
general ignorance of the harm TFGBV causes, resulting in under-reportage.
Additionally, the study highlights the intersectional vulnerabilities of groups
such as LGBTQI+, racial fetishism and single mothers.
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/ Introduction

Social media can be defined as internet-based platforms that facilitate ongoing
and lasting communication, enabling users to create profiles through which
they can interact and share user-generated content, including text, posts,
comments, voice messages, links, pictures, videos, GIFs and emojis. Through
these communication functionalities, social media platforms allow users to
share content and information, interact and build personal as well as group
relationships. Interactions based on user-generated content can be exchanged in
real time and for many social media platforms, this can be saved or downloaded
to be accessed over a long period of time." In return, generators of content can
see their receivers' response or reactions to their messages either as texts, likes,
followings, emojis, etc. They can also have insights into their receiver’s online
behaviour through virtual time stamps (whether they are online/offline, when
they were online), profile and status images, and profile information.

Research indicates that social media users not only build social relationships
online but also have an integrated combination of social media platforms. Such
an integrated social media platform mix becomes a synchronised system which
allows user-generated content to easily be accessed, shared, stored or re-created
from one social media platform to another. Based on this integration, social
media users combine a variety of social media platforms to meet diverse needs.?
For example, WhatsApp is an instant messaging app, designed for end-to-end
encrypted communication. However, a user-generated video, voice message or
image sent in private can be uploaded by the receiver on to YouTube (a social
media for videos) while the hyperlink created on YouTube can be reshared with
other contacts and even to the general public from other social networking sites
(SNSs) like Facebook or Instagram without the original user-content creator’s
knowledge. Likewise, discussions made through online dating apps (ODAs)

could be shared on other social media platforms such as WhatsApp without the
consent or knowledge of the online dating app contact.

The ability users have in creating an integrated social media system (ISMS)
makes interactions through virtual means a central part of young people’s lives.
Research indicates that social media is used as a mood management tool (youth
are known to seek out safe spaces within social media platforms that evoke
joyful and relaxing moods and avoid responding to content that incites anxiety
or negative moods and feelings).> When building intimate relationships through
social media, these moods and the feelings shape whether the relationship

Paljug, K. (2025, 19 February). Social Media: Definition, Importance, Top Websites, and Apps. Investopedia. https:.//www.investopedia.com/terms/s/
social-media.asp

Wolf, M., Sims, J., & Yang, H. (2018). Social Media? What Social Media? Paper presented at the UK Academy for Information Systems Conference
Proceedings. https:/aisel.aisnet.org/ukais2018/3

Bengtsson, S., &Johansson, S. (2022). The Meanings of Social Media Use in Everyday Life: Filling Empty Slots, Everyday Transformations, and Mood
Management. Social Media + Society, 8(4). https://doi.org/10.1177/20563051221130292
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will be toxic or pleasant. Positive or negative feelings are also shaped by the
multimodal features of their ISMS platforms (comments, likes, emojis, posts,
creating and sharing of personal and intimate content) can all improve and
support the building of on an online relationship.* These features allow partners
to express themselves and receive positive expressions in return.

The level of negative or passive behaviour is ascribed to phases in an online
relationship based on the intentions of the user. At the starting or initiation
phase, passive behaviour has been identified as a method some users use

to initiate a relationship. Such action could include indirectly indicating an
interest by liking a post, commenting, sending a friend request, or following. For
introverts, this is a method that helps them avoid face-to-face contact and avoid
unnecessary discomfort that live conversations can result in. They also do not
have to worry about their physical appearance when chatting online, and, when
faced with rejection, it seems less painful.®

However, such actions may or may not lead to a conversation or a relationship.
Passive behaviour becomes a form of violence when the intention is associated
with online surveillance, whereby the user is more involved with information
seeking, tracking and paying attention to the interactions of a target online.
While in some cases such passive online behaviour could be positive in that the
user wants to know more about their current or potential partner and learn
new things in a passive way. However, in many cases, it can lead to stalking
across several social media platforms.® Research indicates that such passive and
negative behaviour online increases the possibility of the user perpetuating other
forms of online sexually related violations such as sending inappropriate sexual
content, sharing or posting sexual content about a person, and spreading hate
speech. Most often, the target of such online violence are women, members of
the LGBTQ+ as well as other minority groups. Such violations are often based on
a host of factors, including the gender and sexual orientation of a target.” Within
heterosexual relationships, men and boys will more often want to monitor and
control their partner’s user-generated content creation, and how and when they
respond to other contacts on their ISMS platforms.®

4. Orben, A, & Dunbar, R. (2017). Social media and relationship development: The effect of valence and intimacy of posts. Computers in Human
Behaviour, 73, 489-498. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/316045593_Social_media_and_relationship_development _The_effect_of valence
and_intimacy of posts; Bhana, D., Reddy, V., & Moosa, S. (2024). Young people becoming intimate on social media: Digital desires and gender
dynamics. Sexualities, 28(4), 1653-1670. https://doi.org/10.1177/13634607241281449

5. Manning, J. (2014). Definition and Classes of Social Media. In K. Harvey (Ed.), Encyclopedia of Social Media and Politics. https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/290514612_Definition_and_Classes_of_Social_Media

6.  Langlais, M., Boudreau, C., & Asad, L. (2024). TikTok and Romantic Relationships: A Qualitative Descriptive Analysis. American journal of Qualitative
Research, 8(3), 95-112. https://doi.org/10.29333/ajqr/14896

7. Deconstruct. (2021). Online Gender-Based Violence (OGBV): Online Sexual Harassment Toolkit.https://powerlaw.africa/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/2-
Online-Sexual-Harassment-FINAL.pdf; Courtice, E. L., Czechowski, K., Noorishad, P. G., & Shaughnessy, K. (2021). Unsolicited Pics and Sexual Scripts:
Gender and Relationship Context of Compliant and Non-consensual Technology-Mediated Sexual Interactions. Frontiers in Psychology, 12. https:./
pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8326365/

8. Bhana, D., Reddy, V., & Moosa, S. (2024). Op. cit.
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/ Introduction

Like social network sites such as Facebook and LinkedIn, online dating apps
(ODAs) require users to create detailed profiles to facilitate meaningful matches.
Users often share information such as age, race, education, relationship status,
occupation, income, language, religion, astrological sign, habits and hobbies.
Reasons for using dating apps vary from seeking serious relationships or new
friends to looking for casual encounters.® Once a profile has been developed,
the user then makes use of the basic and advanced search functionality to select
and filter attributes they would like to have in their potential partner.’ However,
unlike SNS, most ODA platforms require premium users to pay a fee to enhance
their communicate with identified users they find attractive. This means those
who turn to ODA platforms to search for partners are usually better educated
and have higher incomes than the average population.”

TFGBV has received growing scholarly attention in recent years as digital
technologies increasingly mediate social and intimate relationships. While
definitions vary, TFGBV generally refers to any act of gender-based harm
perpetrated using digital technologies, including cyberstalking, image-based
abuse, digital sexual coercion, online harassment and doxxing."?

In South Africa, TFGBV intersects with systemic gender inequality,'*with
approximately 33% of women reporting experiences of online harassment.™ In
the South African context, TFGBV remains under-researched, especially amongst
the youth, with most literature focusing on offline gender-based violence (GBV),"
despite the country’s expansive digital engagement among youth populations.’
GBV, more broadly, is deeply entrenched in South African society and in higher

10.
11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

Fereidooni, F., Daniels, J., & Lommen, M. (2022). Predictors of Revictimization in Online Dating. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 37(23-24), NP23057-
NP23074. https://doi.org/10.1177/08862605211073715

Golbeck, J. (2015). Introduction to Social Media Investigation: A Hands-on Approach. Syngress. https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-12-801656-5.00020-2
Danielsbacka, M., Tanskanen, A. O., & Billari, F. C. (2019). Who meets online? Personality traits and sociodemographic characteristics associated with
online partnering in Germany. Personality and Individual Differences, 143(1), 139-144. https://doi.org/10.1016/].paid.2019.02.024

Henry, N., & Powell, A. (2018). Technology-Facilitated Sexual Violence: A Literature Review of Empirical Research. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, 19(2),
195-208. https://pubmed.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/27311818; UN Women and World Health Organization. (2022). Technology-facilitated Violence against
Women: Towards a common definition. Report of Meeting of the Expert Group, New York, USA, 15-16 November._https://www.unwomen.org/sites/
default/files/2023-03/Expert-Group-Meeting-report-Technology-facilitated-violence-against-women-en.pdf

Davids, N. (2024, 3 December). 'Yes, GBV manifests through online platforms too'. University of Cape Town News. https://www.news.uct.ac.za/
article/-2024-12-03-yes-gbv-manifests-through-online-platforms-too#:~text=The%20manifestation&text=And%20it%20manifests%20in%20
different,work%20that%20these%20women%20d0.%E2%80%9D

Hinson, L., Mueller, J., O'Brien-Mine, L., & Wandera, N. (2018). Technology-facilitated gender-based violence: What is it, and how do we measure it?
International Center for Research on Women (ICRW). https://www.svri.org/sites/default/files/attachments/2018-07-24/ICRW_TFGBVMarketing Brief
v8-Web.pdf

Rasool, S. (2017). Adolescent reports of experiencing gender-based violence: findings from a sectional survey from schools in a South African city.
Gender & Behaviour, 15(2), 9109-9120. https://hdl.handle.net/10520/EJC-b4170923f

Matenda, S., Naidoo, G. M., & Rugbeer, H. (2020). A study of young people’s use of social media for social capital in Mthatha, Eastern Cape.
Communitas, 25, 1-15. https://journals.ufs.ac.za/index.php/com/article/view/5056; Chigona, A., & Chigona, W. (2008). The Use of Mobile Phones to
Support Informal Learning. The Journal of the Institute for African Development, 5(1), 1-17.
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/ Introduction

education institutions, with high prevalence rates and significant underreporting
due to fear, stigma and distrust in institutional processes."”

The emergence of digital technology for social interactions and connections has
added new dimensions to GBV, transforming traditional forms of harassment
and abuse into more pervasive and less easily regulated online forms.' Over the
years, several South African universities have documented rising TFGBV cases
linked to dating and the growing adoption of social media apps.'

With an increased number of South Africans between the ages of 18 and 34
being active users of social media spaces®* and of university students using
online dating platforms such as Tinder,?' these platforms have been identified
with the possibility of amplifying risks of exploitation and violence with serious
psychological implications.?? The fear and stigma associated with reporting TFGBV
further contribute to its underreporting and the persistence of a culture

of silence.?

Globally, youth are increasingly turning to digital platforms for connection.

In South Africa, this phenomenon was apparent on platforms like MXit (now
defunct),?* and more recently, Facebook? and WhatsApp?® are dominant channels
for youth communication and interactions. However, social media’s evolution
from networking to relationship-building has normalised digital intimacy?” while
obscuring risks exacerbated by anonymity, deception, as well as increasing
vulnerabilities for abuse due to heightened trust and emotional investments.?®

17.

18.
19.

20.

21.
22.
23.
24.

25.

26.
27.

Davids, N. (2019). Gender-Based violence in South African universities: an institutional challenge. Council on Higher Education. https:.//www.che.ac.za/
file/6459/download?token=XT7N1To0O; Mdletshe, L. C., & Makhaye, M. S. (2025, 27 May). Suffering in Silence: Reasons Why Victims of Gender-
Based Violence in Higher Education Institutions Choose Not to Report Their Victimization. Social Sciences, 14(6), 336. https://doi.org/10.3390/
50¢sci14060336; Mabaso, K., & Ndlovu, M. (2019). Womxn university students’ narratives of gender-based violence through digital storytelling. Thesis
submitted to the Department of Psychology, University of Cape Town. https://humanities.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/content_migration/humanities
uct ac za/1233/files/Honours%2520Thesis%2520Ndlovu_Mabaso.pdf

Davids, N. (2019). Op. cit.

Mclnnes, K. (2025, 20 March). South African Digital & Social Media Statistics 2025. Meltwater. https://www.meltwater.com/en/blog/2025-social-
media-statistics-south-africa; Amaechi, K. E. (2024). A resource mobilisation study of how Facebook enables gender-based violence in the online
space in South Africa. Gender and Behaviour, 22(1). https://hdl.handle.net/10520/ejc-genbeh v22 n1 a8; Opokuy, S., Badu, E. K, & Kwame, P. (2025).
The danger of online dating among university students in the Kwazulu Natal Province, South Africa. Paper presented at the 8th World Conference
on Research in Social Sciences, Milan, Italy, 21-23 February. https://www.dpublication.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/04-3761.pdf; Rutgers
International. (2024). Decoding Technology Facilitated Gender-Based Violence: A reality check from seven countries. https://rutgers.international/wp-
content/uploads/2024/06/Decoding-TEGBV-Report-2024.pdf; Mutongoza, B. H., & Hendricks, E. (2023). Technology-enabled gender-based violence:
Students’ experiences at a university in South Africa. Paper presented at the Social Sciences International Conference, Umhlanga, South Africa.
Statista. (2025, 3 June). Distribution of social media users in South Africa as of January 2024 by age group and gender. https://www.statista.com/
statistics/1100988/age-distribution-of-social-media-users-south-africa/; Lukose, J., Mwansa, G., Ngandu, R., & Oki, O. (2023). Investigating the impact
of social media usage on mental health of young adults in Buffalo City, South Africa. International Journal of Social Science Research and Review, 6(6),
303-374. http://dx.doi.org/10.47814/ijssrr.v6i6.1365

Bosch, T. (2022, 6 April). The dating game: survey shows how and why South Africans use Tinder. University of Cape Town News. https://www.news.uct.
ac.za/article/-2022-04-06-the-dating-game-survey-shows-how-and-why-south-africans-use-tinder

Basson, A. (n/d). ‘New Media’ usage among youth in South Africa. Gender & Media Diversity Journal, 136-142. https://genderlinks.org.za/wp-content/
uploads/imported/articles/attachments/10428 new media_usage among youth in_south africa.pdf; Mutongoza, B. H., & Hendricks, E. (2023). Op. cit.
Rutgers International. (2024). Op. cit.

Chigona, A, & Chigona, W. (2008). MXIT it up in the media: Media discourse analysis on mobile instant messaging system. The Southern African Journal
of Information and Communication, 9, 42-57. https://journals.co.za/doi/pdf/10.10520/AJA20777213 49; Samie, N. (2011, 18 October). Social Media
Popular With South African Youth. VOA News. https://www.voanews.com/a/social-media-popular-for-south-african-youth--132148728/159021.html
Mbodila, M., Ndebele, C., & Muhandji, K. (2014). The effect of social media on students’ engagement and collaboration in higher education:

A case study of the use of Facebook at a South African University. Journal of Communication, I(2), 115-125. https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/280553414 The_Effect of Social Media_on_Student's Engagement_and Collaboration_in_Higher Education A Case Study of the Use
of Facebook at a South African_University; Wiese, M., Lauer, J., Pantazis, G., & Samuels, J. (2014). Social networking experiences on Facebook: A
survey of gender differences amongst students. Acta Commercii, 14(1), 1-7. http://dx.doi.org/10.4102/ac.v14i1.218

Matenda, S., Naidoo, G. M., & Rugbeer, H. (2020). Op. cit.

Sherma, H., & Mahajan, S. (2024). Social media and relationship dynamics, exploring the impact of usage patterns on trust jealousy and overall
satisfaction. Journal of Advanced Medical and Dental Research, 12(2), 5-7. https://www.jamdsr.com/uploadfiles/2vol12issue2pp5-720240213085950.
pdf; Langlais, M. R., Boudreau, C., & Asad, L. (2024). TikTok and romantic relationships: A qualitative descriptive analysis. American Journal of
Qualitative Research, 8(3), 95-112. https://doi.org/10.29333/ajqr/14896
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/ Introduction

In South Africa, the rise of online dating apps such as Tinder, Bumble, OKCupid?®
as well as social media platforms like WhatsApp, Facebook, and Instagram?® has
fundamentally altered how South African students form and maintain intimate
relationships.?’ They also create environments where anonymity, accessibility
and virality facilitate various forms of TFGBV.3?

This study set out to achieve the following objectives:

+ To identify the factors that shape the perception of South African university
youth'’s usage of social media and online dating apps in relation to TFGBV.

+ To examine the types and frequencies of TFGBV experienced by South African
university youths when using social media and online dating apps.

* To understand how TFGBYV intersects with minority groups in South Africa.

* To understand the emotional impacts TFGBV experiences have on South
African university youth.

+ To assess the reactions and responses of South African youth to
TFGBV experiences.

« What factors shape the perception of South African university students’ usage
of social media and online dating apps in relation to TFGBV?

« What are the types and frequencies of TFGBV experienced by South African
university students when using social media and online dating apps?

« Change to: How does TFGBYV intersect with minority groups?

+  What emotional impacts do TFGBV experiences have on South African
university students?

«  What are the reactions and responses of South African students to
TFGBV experiences?

Matook, S., & Butler, B. (2015.) Social Media and Relationships. In R. Mansell and P. H. Ang (Eds.), The International Encyclopedia of Digital
Communication and Society. John Wiley & Sons, Inc.; Zhu, Y. (2025). Anonymous intimacy in the digital age: Psychological mechanisms, risks and
potential. Proceedings of the International Conference on Advanced Research in Social Sciences, 2(1), 11-29. https://doi.org/10.33422/icarss.v2i1.1056
Bosch, T. (2022, 6 April). Op. cit.
Opoky, S., Bady, E. K, & Kwame P. (2025). Op. cit.
Bhana, D., Reddy, V., & Moosa, S. (2024). Op. cit.
Ibid.; Citron, D. (2014). Hate Crimes in Cyberspace. Harvard University Press. https://ssrn.com/abstract=2616790; Chen, T. (2025). The new patriarchal
digitality? Understanding gendered power dynamics through a systematic review of femtech apps in China. Gender, Technology and Development,
29(2), 263-286. https://doi.org/10.1080/0971 8524 2025.2503561; Irish Consortium on Gender Based Violence. (2023) Techno/ogy and Gender-Based
Violence: Risks and Opportunities. https://www. - B
Opportunities.pdf; ESafety Commissioner. (n/d) Impersonat\on catfishing and identity theft https: //vvww esafet;z gov. au/lgbnq/learmng Iounge
meeting-online/impersonation-catfishing-identity-theft; Nyamweda, T. (2021). Understanding Online Gender-Based Violence in Southern Africa: An eight-
country analysis of the prevalence of digitally enabled gender-based violence. Centre for Human Rights, University of Pretoria. https://www.chr.up.ac.za/
images/researchunits/dgdr/documents/resources/FINAL_v_Understanding oGBV_in_Southern_Africa.pdf; Nduko, M. (n/d). Online Violence Against
Women, Rape Culture and the South African Manosphere: The Potential of the SADC Protocol on Gender and Development. Africa Legal Aid. https./
www.africalegalaid.com/online-violence-against-women-rape-culture-and-the-south-african-manosphere#:~:text=While%20gender%2Dbased%20

violence%20(GBV.new%20avenues'%20for%20its%20perpetration
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/1. Research Methodology

This study adopted a mixed-method research design to examine factors that
shape the perception of South African university students’ use of social media
and online dating apps in relation to TFGBYV, types and frequencies of TFGBV
they experienced, how TFGBV intersects with minority groups in South African
universities, and the emotional impacts TFGBV experiences have on South
African university students and their responses to their TFGBV experiences. The
approach was designed to combine the breadth of quantitative data with the
depth of qualitative insights to provide a comprehensive understanding of this
complex phenomenon from the perspective of feminist theories.

The research involved four South African universities: the Independent Institute
of Education, University of the Witwatersrand (Wits), University of KwaZulu-
Natal (UKZN) and North-West University (NWU). These were selected to reflect
differences in institutional type, location, historical background and student
diversity. Purposive and snowball sampling methods were used to reach a
broad range of students for an online survey. Participants had to be over 18 and
enrolled at one of the selected campuses. Probability sampling was not feasible
due to the logistical challenges and privacy restrictions imposed by the South
African Protection of Personal Information Act 4 (POPI Act).® After a thorough
cleaning process - which involved removing incomplete, duplicate and

invalid responses - 620 responses were deemed complete and valid for
statistical analysis.

All the quantitative data derived was exported from the survey platform into
Microsoft Excel and subsequently imported into STATA version 18 for statistical
analysis. For the qualitative data, a thematic analysis was performed using Braun
and Clarke's six-step method to identify and report key patterns. The qualitative
findings provided context and depth to the quantitative results, especially
concerning complex socio-cultural and emotional factors.
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/ 2. Reflection of the ethical process

THE QUANTITATIVE PHASE

Student field workers from each institution helped to recruit survey participants
by sharing a QR code in WhatsApp groups and student platforms, after being
trained on ethics and consent. Contracts ensured ethical standards, with consent
obtained from universities and field workers. Snowball sampling was encouraged
as peers forwarded the link, while Wits University distributed the code via its
student linkserve.

The survey, hosted on QuestionPro, required electronic informed consent;
participants could only proceed after confirming voluntary participation and
confidentiality. No personally identifiable information was collected, anonymity
was protected through disabled IP tracking, and data access was restricted to the
research team.

THE QUALITATIVE PHASE

Participants for the TFGBV focus group discussions (FGDs) were selected
through purposive sampling to ensure diversity in gender, age, academic level
and experiences, adhering to ethical and institutional requirements. FGDs took
place at the four chosen universities, with trained field workers helping with
the recruitment of students by sharing QR codes and making announcements.
Interested candidates completed a registration form which collected their
contact details.

Each session had a unique code based on university and order.

« 1IEMSA (A) and IIEMSA (B) for two sessions at the Independent Institute of
Education - MSA Campus

* WU (A) and WU (B) for two sessions at the Wits University Main Campus

«  UKZNW (A), UKZNW (B), and UKZNH (A) for three sessions at the Westville and
Howard Campuses of UKZN

+  NWUM (A), NWUV (A), and NWUYV (B) for three sessions at the Mafikeng and
Vanderbijlpark Campuses of NWU

On arrival, participants signed the consent forms and sat at numbered seats,
which were used as pseudonyms for data transcription (e.g. WUAS3 for participant
3). If a number was not referenced, codes like WUA! were assigned. This process
ensured diverse viewpoints in FGDs about TFGBV among South African university
students were systematically captured. Data was recorded on phones and
laptops and transcribed using Sonix.ai. In the analysis, aspects of participant’s
sexuality are only mentioned if in their responses they publicly make their
identities known. Research assistants noted racial and gender differences, and
these were included in the qualitative analysis.
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Quantitative and qualitative demographic data presentation

Table 1: Gender and sexual orientation of respondents

CND

(Man ) ( 155 (25.0%))

(Woman ) (455 (73.3%))

(Non-binary ) (8 (1.3%) )

(Prefer not to say ) ( 2 (0.4%) )
620

Total

Sexual orientation

Heterosexual/straight ) ( 505 (81 .5%))

Gay )(12(1.9%) )
Lesbian ) ( 20 (3.2%)
Bisexual ) ( 54 (8.7%)
Other ) ( 11 (1.8%)

Prefer not to say ) ( 18 (2.9%)
620

Total

T NCDNC NN DN
—

Table 1 shows that most respondents identify as women (73.3%), followed
by men (25 %). Non-binary and “prefer not to say” together make up the

remaining 1.3%.
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Table 2: Demographic characteristics of survey respondents

Age

18-20 ) ( 262 (42.2%))

21-24 ) ( 289 (46.6%))

25-29 ) ( 55 (8.9%) )

30+ ) ( 14 (2.3%) )
620

Total

SRYSRYZRYER

Race3*

Black African ) ( 487 (78.6%) )

Coloured ) (91 (14.8%) )

Indian/Asian ) ( 14 (2.7%) )

white/European ) ( 24 (3.9%) )

Prefer not to say ) ( 4 (0.6%) )
620

Total

AR YR YR YSRYSR

Table 2 shows that respondents between 18 and 24 years form the largest

clear band with 86%, and a good representation of respondents who were 25
years and above. Undergraduates dominate the sample with over 85% while
postgraduates account for the remaining percentage. Although the survey
reached a typical undergraduate-heavy population, it still captures many
postgraduates and mature learners. Finally, by race, Black African respondents
form the clear majority (78.6%) of the sample, followed by coloured respondents
(14%), white (3.9%), and Indian/Asian (2.7%), roughly reflecting the racial
distribution in the country.

34. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethnic_groups_in_South Africa
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Qualitative data presentation and analysis

Table 3 shows the distribution of the focus group discussants by their institution,
gender and sexuality.

Table 3: Breakdown of focus group discussion respondents

participants ] participants
4 N/ N/ N/ Y4 N

1 white South
African female
1 coloured South

African female
The Independent 1 Black African

Institut'e of [IEMSA [IEMSAA 11 female
Education 3 Black South
African females
5 Black South
African males

-

AN
VY4
AN
AN

VY4
AN
VY4
AN
VY4

/1 Black South
African female
1 Coloured female

2 Black African
The Independent international

Institute of [IEMSA IIEMSAB 6 female students

Education 2 South African
Black males

1 white South
African male

1 white bisexual
male

AN
Y4
AN
Y4
AN
Y4
AN
AN

.
4 4

3 Black South
African females
. o Main 1 LGBTQ+ Black
Wits University Campus WUA 6 male Q
2 Black South
African males

AN
AV
AN
AV
AN
N [~
AN

-
4

AN
AV

3 Black South
African females

N Main 1 LGBTQ+ Black
Wits University Campus WUB 6 male Q

2 Black South
African males
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Number of
participants

4 N/ N/ )

Gender/race of
participants
4 I

Westvill 7 Black South
University of estville African females
Kwazulu-Natal Campus UKZNWA " 4 Black South
African males
- AN AN AN AN J
4 (O Westvil (O N\ ) /6 Black South )
University of estviiie African females
Kwazulu-Natal Campus UKZNWB " 5 Black South
African males
- AN AN AN AN J
4 N\ N\ N\ ) /2 LGBTQI+ Black A
y q males
University of owar 5 Black South
Kwazulu-Natal Campus UKZNH " African females
4 Black African
males
- AN AN AN AN J
4 V4 Mafik V4 V4 V4 )
North-west atikeng 6 Black South
University Campus NWUM 6 African males
- AN AN AN AN J
4 V4 V4 V4 V4 )
3 Black South
African females
North-West Vanderbijlpark 1 coloured South
University Campus NWUVA / African female
3 Black South
African males
- AN AN AN AN J
4 V4 V4 V4 ) )
5 Black South
Northwest Vanderbijlpark African Females, 3
University Campus NWUVB 8 Black South African
males
- AN AN AN AN J

Table 3 shows the distribution and characteristics of FGD participants in all the
selected campuses. In terms of race, only the sessions held at the IEMSA campus
represented white male, female and bisexual genders. This may have been based
on the diverse and smaller population of the campus. Another exception was at
North-West Mafikeng campus where all the respondents were heterosexual Black
South African men.

22



/ 3. Presentation and discussion of research findings

Data presentation and discussion

Intimate partner seeking behaviour on social media and online dating platforms
The survey found 71% of participants seek intimate partners both online and
offline, while 16% use mostly social media, and 13% prefer physical venues. Most
participants combine these approaches for relationships. WhatsApp is the top
social media platform (55%), followed by Instagram (20%) and Facebook (11%),
consistent with its popularity among South African social media users.®

In terms of online dating, 70% of participants had never tried online dating, 19%
were former users, and 4% were current users. Among the current users, app
usage typically lasted up to 36 months, mostly three to 19 days per month, with
71% spending one to two hours daily. All joined due to failed relationships and

a desire for long-term commitment, with little interest in casual dating. Most
maintained conversations for less than a year; 43% met over five people offline,
usually within one to two months. While 57% rated their experience as somewhat
positive, major challenges included finding compatible partners. However, due to
the small sample size, results are inconclusive.

Of past users, 41% spent one to two hours per day on dating apps and 39%
spent less than an hour. Some found it easy to attract interested contacts,

but many struggled to find mutually compatible matches. Experiences ranged
from negative to neutral for most, with safety and identity concerns frequently
cited. Some 67% met up with one to four people, and 65% informed family or
friends before meeting the contacts. The main draws were meeting diverse
people and control over communication, while stopping use was mainly due to
forming physical relationships or losing interest. The majority (55%) would not
recommend dating apps, though 31% would.

Themes derived from the qualitative data gave more insights to the quantitative
data explaining the patterns of behaviour of the participants in relation to
building a relationship through online dating apps as well as social media
platforms. These themes include:

Perceptions for a mixture of physical and online channels for relationship-building:
IIEMSAA 1, a Black South African female, explained that online platforms like
WhatsApp and Instagram can make dating harder, as it “creates [...] a tendency
for people to think that online interactions are enough to sustain a relationship”
but often this is not the case. In her opinion, her generation loses a lot when
they depend more on social media than spending “real time with the person that
you're with”. IEMSAA 9, a white South African female, noted that “it's difficult to
get to know who the person really is over social media” because people often
behave differently online than in person.

35, Mclnnes, K. (2025, 20 March). Op. cit.
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Perceptions of online dating risks and dangers are based on traditional media as
well as social media reports:

A number of the participants confirmed the finding of the quantitative data,
indicating that they did not know anyone personally who used online dating
apps, nor had they ever used them personally. IIEMSAA7, a Black South African
female, just hears “stories from the news and social media platforms”. For WUAS3,
a Black South African female, the information gained from these platforms makes
her believe:

[Pleople being catfished [...] put themselves in danger by talking to
someone who possibly isn't even that person that they think they're
talking to. [Flor all [you] know, while on an online dating app you are
talking to an ex-convict.

The anonymity and perceived dangers associated with online dating are what
shaped the decision of IIEMSAB3, a Black South African female, not to use
online dating apps. She indicated that “it's from personal choice”. In addition

to not knowing whom one is speaking to through the apps, participants, such

as NWUVA4, a Black South African female, highlighted possible risks like “being
kidnapped, [human] trafficked, used for bad things, abused. Sometimes they
even meet serial killers who are out there for revenge.” For WUB7, a Black South
African female, “inasmuch as you might say that you want to meet them in a
public platform or a public space whereby there’s people around, a lot

can happen.”

Perception that social media platforms are more secure
WUAS3, a Black South African female, believes that instant messaging apps like
WhatsApp are more secure because:

You can't screenshot someone’s profile picture, making it safer. On a
Facebook or Bumble or Grindr app, how can you ensure that you're
secure? How do you make sure that you're talking to this person?

For NWUVAY7, a Black South African male, WhatsApp makes it easy to be in
control. For him, the account holder does not have to tolerate abuse because
“you can easily block them, you can report them, you can even record (content)
that is sexually explicit. Then they will look into it.”

TFGBV experiences of personal friends/family members from online dating
Several participants indicated they had no experience with online dating, stating
that their hesitation stemmed from accounts shared by friends, family members
and peers. WUA9, a Black South African female, recounted how a friend got
mugged when he went to meet an online contact. She described this incident

as “tragic™
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[The individual] came back phoneless, shoeless, and they [had] wiped out
his bank accounts. They asked him to transfer all the money he had left
[through] his iPhone. They took the new Balance shoes he was wearing.

IIEMSAB 8, a Black South African female, described what to her was the
“traumatic experience” of a close friend who met someone on Tinder. After a
number of interactions, the friend got comfortable with the individual because,
“she feels like she knows this person” and agrees to meet up. Then “this guy [was]
trying to assault her and getting violent”. She concludes, “That's the danger of like
[...] speaking to someone on social media without getting to see them in person.
[1] think that's such a big risk.” Similarly, NWUVA10, a Black South African female,
narrates the experience of a friend with a Tinder account who met someone who
used the identity of an acquaintance “only to find out that it was someone older
than what had been said in the Tinder profile.” The most disturbing, however,
was an incident recounted by WUB4, a Black South African female, of a student
researcher who met up with a contact through an online dating platform who
was kidnapped and allegedly killed on their date.

Personal experiences of physical harm or harassment through online dating
Participants who had been on online dating gave accounts of some of the TFGBV
experiences they encountered. WUA9, a Black South African female, indicated
that she did not last long on online dating apps because she was afraid of what
she perceived as risks of “being kidnapped or getting mugged. Meeting someone
somewhere at some place and then getting trafficked or something.” For
NWUVB4, a Black South African female, the risk is of emotional damage “because
people lie a lot about who they are. [Y]ou can get attached easily.” WUB9, a Black
South African male member of the LGBTQ+ community, said his experience was
more physical:

[Tlwo, three years ago, | met this person who sent me his photos. So, upon
meeting [...] | realised this is not the person that | was talking to online. [It]
was actually a planned kidnapping of some sort and | had to run away. It
was traumatising.

Similarly, WUB7, a Black South African female, recounts:

| met someone online and he was the person in the picture. But then when
| decided that | don't want to continue with it anymore, this person started
being aggressive. [He told me] | have to listen to him because he paid for
my food. He [...] picked me up from where | stay and | don't think that was
a nice encounter.

WUA®Y, Black South African female, had a different experience on Bumble, a
dating app. She describes it as a “misinterpretation of what people are doing on
dating apps”. According to her:
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[W]hen someone sees you on a dating app, they think that you're just
(there for) sexual encounters. There's this way that they will sort of soften
you with words like, “Let's have a date.” But they [...] will always be trying to
get someone into bed. And they think that everyone that is on the app is
just trying to find sex, sex partners.

Why young people will still opt for online dating

Despite the negative possibilities that can be associated with online dating,
IIEMSABS, a Coloured South African female, believes that online dating and

its associated apps will still be relevant in the lives of young South Africans
because “young people want to go into the dating world, but they do not want
to approach one another [directly]. So, the easiest way to do this is [through]
platforms that [keep] their privacy.”

Perception that social media is a medium more likely to initiate TFGBV

Easy access: Although online dating apps (ODAs) are associated with risks,
participants believe that social media platforms are more associated with TFGBV.
NWUVAS, a Black South African female, explains:

[TFGBV] is mostly experienced through social media more than dating
apps, mainly because almost everybody has access to social media
platforms. Not everybody knows a lot about dating apps, and not
everybody prefers dating apps. But then, most people use social media.

NWUVA4, Black South African female, explains this further:

| believe that they experience [TFGBV] through social media, mostly
because that's where most of the time we can post everything that we
want. Body shaming, verbally abusing by posts and all that. We know that
they will see them because not everyone is on a dating app; they are more
exposed to social media where they will read that message very quickly.

NWUVAG, a Black South African male, adds:

There are people [who use] social media as a platform whereby they can
say things to us [...] in public. They find social media platforms a suitable
place whereby they can say every idea they want without being seen,
without being judged. They talk whatever they want, whatever feeling...
whether good or bad... They just continue to share whatever.

Anonymity: IIEMSABS, a Black South African female, identifies the ability to share
negative messages without the receiver knowing the sender’s identity as a major

form of TFGBV:
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It's very easy for people to hide behind their screens and be comfortably
[...] saying [...] the most gruesome and the most, you know, vile things
because they feel like [...] if | can hide my identity, it's easy to just be as
open and be as vile and vulgar (as) possible. Like it happens a lot on social
media. You'll see people with fake profiles. Some have even the guts to do
it on their actual profile without hiding.

Security: Participants indicated their distrust in some of the social networking
sites (SNSs) to protect their user-generated content and them from other users
who might want to harm them using their content. NWUMAG®, a Black South
African male, states:

| think in all these social media platforms, Facebook and others, can restrict
[posts] because the minute you post, it can be taken down immediately.
But Twitter doesn’'t have those restrictions. People can access [...] those
videos [...] for about two weeks before they take it down. Already it has
caused damage [by then].

IIEMSAB1, a white South African male, adds, “On platforms like Twitter, there’s
very little a person can actively do to limit the amount of harassment they'll get,
especially with how the application has changed in the last three years.”

UKZNH11, a Black South African female, points out the hazards of the video
generating sites:

You know, especially those TikTok, Instagram, Facebook. People post their
pictures there and they get [...] exposed to the world. And it's those small
comments, people commenting something bad under your post, and

then you feel like it's just for entertainment and then that escalates and
escalates [and] they can be more exposed to being violated by people that
they never knew.

For NWUVAG, Black South African male, social media is not a private thing despite
the privacy statement. “The (perpetrators) get information about you. Whether
you delete the post, you report it, they have already gained access about you.
They can research you and do anything they want.” NWUVAT10, a Black South
African female, adds:

[All] the years of me being on social media, I've noticed that despite
reporting the people [...] these social media apps don't really do much
about it. Like the time someone’s identity was stolen, she reached out on
social media. She’s like, [...] please help me block this person. She came
back with a report [...] that she does not have enough evidence that this
person is impersonating her. You can report multiple times, but still that
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person will come back in a different name or account. So, it's not
safe enough.

[IEMSABS, a Black African international female student, expresses genuine fear:

What happens when we trust people and you think it's a community that
you built only for those people to abuse (that) trust. There's Telegram and
there are [...] Telegram chat rooms, in which the most vile information
about anyone is just shared. And at some point, all of their addresses are
there and they will send someone a link and they will say, “If you do not do
this, we will basically go to your house and beat you up.”. Sometimes they
don't even care that you know who they are, but they know who you are.
So, you are the person who's scared.

Discussion

Participants have a fear for online dating from news (both traditional and online
media) sources, stories told by friends and family, and personal experiences

of online dating contacts. Nevertheless, some youth still see online dating as a
possible channel for meeting and developing an intimate relationship.

Despite the negative perception many participants have of ODAs, there is also
great reservation over SNSs such as Facebook and X (formerly Twitter) as many
perceive them as channels for TFGBV. While the TFGBV violations respondents
associate with online dating are more physical (kidnapping, murder, rape) the
violations associated with social media are more emotional (viral negative posts
and comments to their uploaded posts and pictures, resharing of negative
comments about users as well as the inability of social media operators to
protect users and their generated content). Participants also have diverse notions
about the level of privacy provided by ODAs and SNSs, believing that some are
more efficient because of their configurations. While messaging apps were not
identified as a potential TFGBV channel, the Telegram chat room was mentioned
based on its public sharing feature. This indicates that the major feature on
which TFGBYV thrives through social media is the public sharing feature a number
of SNS platforms have.

When it comes to building relationships online, TFGBV associated with online
dating has to do more with the anonymity of the online contact; while for

social media platforms, it is more of the negative comments that can easily be
disseminated through integrated social media platforms. This also explains why
instant messaging apps are identified in the survey as the preferred medium by
participants for building online relationships.
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/4. TFGBV associated with ODAs and social media platforms

The research wanted to understand the nature and patterns of TFGBV
experienced by participants on social media platforms as well as online dating
apps. Data for this was gathered from social media users and compared with
past users of ODAs due to the limited number of participants who said they
currently use online dating apps. The data is presented in Table 4.

Table 4: TFGBV experiences of respondents using social media and online dating
platforms to build a relationship

. Yes (Social Media)

No (Social Media)

Don't Know (Social Media)
. Yes (Dating Apps)

No (Dating Apps)

Don't Know (Dating Apps)

From the table, the most frequent forms of TFGBV indicated for both social
media as well as online dating are sexually intrusive violations (receiving
flirtatious or sexual messages, and unwanted requests for nude photos/videos or
to livestream sexual acts) followed by online stalking.

Insights into the TFGBV-related responses the participants encounter were
provided through the following themes generated from the qualitative responses.

RECEIVING FLIRTATIOUS OR SEXUAL MESSAGES

Receiving flirtatious or sexual messages was deemed as a significant form of
TFGBV by the participants. They indicate that this is done by other account users
or complete strangers as a way of getting their attention to initiate a relationship.
IEMSAB4, a white South African male, says, “My sister (and) some of my female
friends... It's just insane what they go through every day. Someone’s in their DMs,
messaging them genitalia pictures, or they're asking for ‘sugar daddy or sugar
babies’, for a relationship.”
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UKZNWB7, a Black South African female, speaks from personal experience: “On
my Instagram page, | have been receiving pictures from people, like disgusting
pictures of their private parts and stuff.” Such experiences were described by
some participants as “oversexualisation”. UKZNWB?2, a Black South African
female, complains, “I've had personal experience with being sexualised on social
media; the [...] negative comments coming in. I've been dragged by a girl on social
media and sexualised by men [I have trusted].” WUAS, a Black South African

male member of the LGBTQ+ community, points out that it is not about how one
presents oneself on social media:

Some people are just weird and just oversexualise you and send
unsolicited pictures [and] comments on your stories and everything, and
it becomes uncomfortable. To the extent that | had to take a break, not
even a break: | deleted Instagram because of that. It got too much.
Because | was constantly being oversexualised. Sexual coercion [...] it's
so uncomfortable.

Requests for nude photographs

Requests for nudes were highlighted by participants as not just personal
experiences but also experiences of people they were close to. UKZNWA2, a Black
South African female, recounts the story of her cousin:

[Her boyfriend] asked her to send him her nudes and she did. He showed
the pictures to all his friends without [her] knowing. And she found out
through someone who is mutual; [it] messed with her mental health.

Requests from strangers is cited by UKZNWA?7, a Black South African female.
“I was approached online by this elderly man who is overseas, and he offered
me money to send him pictures.” An even more personal account comes from
NWUVA4, Black South African female:

[Slomeone, we are not dating or anything, but | get messages through my
inbox, asking for nudes. Whenever | refuse, they [use] words like you think
you are better. You think you are cute. You think your body looks nice. |

can get a better girl than you. You think you are special. To a point whereby
[they] spoke harsh words which [...] hurt. Even though you can block and
delete. But those words still give you that thing.

Online harassment

Participants, especially those with SNS accounts, identified forms of online
harassment that often involves people they do not know. IEMSAA2, a Black
South African female, recounts:
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There was one person | recall on Instagram: he just kept texting and texting
and texting. And even though you say, like, I'm not interested or I'm not
trying to have a relationship with you in that way, they are just constantly
you know, harassing you.

Likewise, WUB7, South African Black female, narrates:

[I] don't know this person; | met them on Facebook. They sent me a friend
request. | accepted. They showed interest in me, and | did not show
interest in them back. But then | found them posting my pictures on their
page, and they had put captions that | am their partner. | was scared. |
didn't know what to do. | just blocked [and deleted] them and [...] reported
the page. | hope that no one else, or none of my close friends, will see that,
because | don't know this person, but [it's] gonna appear on my people’s
feed, and then my people [are] gonna say, | am dating this person, [...]

it's your partner because why would someone just take your pictures

and post?

UKZNH?7, a Black South African female, recounts a similar experience on an SNS
which entailed a number of TFGBV experiences, including attempts at catfishing:

Through Facebook, [...] there was a person who used another person’s
profile pic. And he started talking to me. Okay, | will respond, “Hello, how
are you? I'm good.” [He would say], “I like your page. Can you send me your
photos?” I'm like, “No, | cannot share my photos with you. | don't know
you.” He's like, “You can see my page, [but] | cannot be too sure that that's
you. But send your pictures. | won't do anything. [It's] just pictures.” | was
like, “No, my pictures are my privacy. | won't share with you.” And he kept,
like stalking me, saying things until | blocked him.

Online stalking

Online stalking, especially through SNS, was identified by participants as a
concern. NWUVBA4, a Black South African female, refers to someone stalking her
“excessively”. “He looked at my social media platforms. He would claim he knows
me, threatening me, and just [make] nasty comments.” NWUVAS, a Black South
African female, recounts:

At first [he] would take my pictures, post them, and be like, this is my
person. And | didn't know anything about that. And [...] he even got my
contact details, and would call every day and all that. Until it got to a
point where it was like, now | am no longer online. Like | would see him
everywhere | go.
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Impersonation
Another point raised by the participants was impersonation. IEMSAA3, a Black
South African female, says:

| know a friend of mine who has an Instagram account and she had
someone basically take all her pictures and post them on another
Instagram account, come up with a similar name and username, but
almost the same username. And they basically were saying that this person
is an OnlyFans model. And so now people would come across that page
thinking that this girl is an OnlyFans model [and even]want to hire her
[thinking] that it's her account.

For NWUVA4, a Black South African female, “it's easy to impersonate someone
by using their pictures” on Facebook. “You will be accepting that friend request
thinking you know the person, only to find out it's someone else [misusing

the pictures].”

Other forms of TFGBV

Other forms of TFGBV recounted were less frequent, such as doxxing, for
instance. WUBS, a Black South African female, says, “l [saw] someone had
posted [ that my sister] was looking for marriage and left her contacts there (on
Facebook). The person [was] being vengeful.” IEMSAA2, a Black South African
female, referring to deepfakes, cites an instance:

| had a friend who one of the guys in my class used her face [without
consent] to create, like, pornographic photos, even though it wasn't her. He
just plastered her face with these random bodies, and he uploaded them
on social media. She had to report him so that it could be taken down.

Finally, were a few cases of social media account hacking, as narrated by
[IEMSAAS, a Black South African female:

| have an Instagram account and | don't even know how a stranger
just happened to get my password. And they took the account, and
[announced] there | am their girlfriend. | did have a strong password.

Intersectionality of TFGBV experiences with social media and online dating for
members of the LGBTQ+ community

A number of the TFGBV experiences encountered through online dating were
narrated by members of the LGBTQ+ community. Participants who represent

this marginalised group indicate they fear expressing and revealing their true

sexual identities because a number of them come from backgrounds where such
orientations are not acceptable nor recognised. This prompts them to turn to social
media to express their sexuality and to online dating apps to seek intimate partners.
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UKZNHS, a Black South African male, voices the reservation LGBTQ+ members
have about coming out:

| have a friend who is LGBTQ and afraid of expressing himself. He is scared
of the community how [it] will, like, respond to what he is or the way that
he wants to live his life. He usually posts pictures on social media maybe
showing how he wants to live his life, but is just too scared of telling his
parents of what he is or like because some of us, we came from villages,
[and] we don't usually know about this thing or this gender. And now there
[are] social media platforms like TikTok that usually help these people to
express themselves.

And, as WUB1, a Black South African male, notes: “The LGBTQ guys get mostly
abused on what they post, ‘Oh | didn't know you are like this. | didn't know
you were like that.’ Because of their sexual identities, some face harassment.”
IEMSAB1, a bisexual white male, speaks of his experience:

| have experienced forms of harassment. | have matched with men before
and | do find often men can be the worst. | have come across a few
females that have treated me pretty harshly. Some have also been quite
offensive, rude. I've received threats from one or two people. However, it is
commonly | find men who are the primary perpetrators.

Economic vulnerability: As youths and university students who lack financial
means, members of the LGBTQ+ community feel they are targets to older
married men who have money but are not happy in their marriage; or who
have discovered their identities at a much later age. Respondent UKZNH9, a
Black male member of the LGBTQ+ community, spoke very passionately about
his experiences with a married man who he felt exploited his vulnerability as a
young, financially struggling student:

To us people of LGBTQI+, the perpetrators are mostly loaded guys,

the ones with money. Secondly, unhappy married men, because I've
experienced that. You'd find a guy not just a guy. He's a man, a married
man going with his family. You see him, it'd be like, okay, he's a happy
married man. Only to find out that he's not happy. If he comes to you, ..it'd
be like, “I'm living a lie; I've been married for six years now. This is not the
life | wanted. | just discovered myself at a later stage that | was not meant
to be living this life.” What happens if that person comes to you as a person
who's still growing up? You just discovered yourself. You'd be like, “Oh, |
just found a matured guy.” No that's not it. He's there to destroy you just
because his life has been destroyed. And in yourself, you'd be like, “Oh, I'm
so loved. | just found a matured guy who'd be taking care of me. And you'd
be like, ‘Okay, I'm not well financially. He's there for me.” There’s no such
thing. At the end of the day, it's going to hurt you.
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Sexualisation of the LGBTQ+ male body: The major form of TFGBV identified by
the LGBTQ+ members however is related to the sexualisation of the male body.
WUBY, Black South African male member of the LGBTQ+ community, attempts to
capture this through his experience with Grindr, an online dating platform:

Having experienced Grindr myself, | would rank sextortion up there,
[where] it's very common for other males to coerce you to send photos,
naked photos of yourself or videos. And they normally do that by sending
you theirs without asking for your permission, without even saying, “Hello,
hi, what's your name?” in expectation that you will also do the same. And if
you don't, [it leads] to cyber bullying.

He says this form of TFGBV is worse on social media platforms than ODAs.
He continues:

Even on social media platforms like Facebook and Instagram, people can
still create fake accounts or what we normally call burner accounts, and
they would still do, you know, what they would do on Grindr. You don't
know who that person is because they're just sending you a half-body
picture or something like that. [By] that time on social media [people]
would have seen you... maybe your family, where you live, the places that
you frequent the most.

For respondent UKZNH9, a Black male member of the LGBTQ+ community,
sending explicit photos can be dangerous, leaving his community members more
vulnerable to future attacks, blackmail and harassment. As he puts it:

[From our] perspective, most of us tend to search for love [through] dating
apps just because some people - inasmuch as people are free [to live] their
lives to the fullest - prefer their life private. For example, here on campus,
we're about 30 (who) are open that we are among the LGBTQI family.

And then in search of love, | would be like, “Okay, since | see that maybe
few individuals are open, | would explore the dating apps.” That's where
you encounter many problems. Problems could be, you are talking to the
person [but] it's not the person you think he is on the profile. It could be
catfishing. And then the conversation goes well to a point [where] people
exchange pictures of which in the near future, that's going to haunt them
because the person will be manipulating you [through] those pictures you
sent, which could lead to so many consequences. Like, it could be, as an
individual, you're about to be exposed. You may not take that well. You'd
be, like having suicidal thoughts; defamation of character. There are so
many things involved.
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Intersectionality of online dating with motherhood

Traditional stereotypes about single mothers create avenues for TFGBV.
NWUVBS, a Black South African female who is a single mother, expresses her
frustration at the notion that just because she has a child, she cannot aspire to
have an intimate relationship:

[Tlhere is a stigma that once you are a mother, you are desperate to find a
man. [IJt makes you seem like you're looking for something that is already
not there; but you're not looking for someone to be a stepfather to your
child, you're just looking for an intimate relationship which makes you
more [...] exposed to things that you're not supposed to be exposed [to]. |
had an experience with someone. We were [at] a talking stage. He told me
that he does not want to be a stepfather of my child. And | was like, “l don't
need a stepfather for my child. I'm just looking for a romantic relationship.”
[He] told me that there is no way he’s going to marry someone with a child
because that was below his standard.

Intersectionality with race: Fetish-related TFGBV

Black women may encounter white males who are driven by a fetish desire to be
with a Black woman. IIEMSAB7, a Black South African, expresses her frustration.
“[1] have personally experienced, [on an] online dating app, white men wanting
to be with Black women, and they would actually say such offensive things like, ‘I
just want to experiment what it’s like being with Black women. | just want to feel
if your bum is actually real'.”

DISCUSSION

Participants experience diverse forms of TFGBV both through ODAs as well as
social media platforms. The pattern of abuse is mainly based on sexually related
content (receiving and requests for nudes, and oversexualisation of the bodies of
male members of LGBTQ+ as well as Black African women.
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/ 5. Positive and negative emotions from social media interactions

The research attempted to understand the impact of negative and positive
emotions that TFGBV can cause when encountered through social media and
ODAs. By comparing social media users with past online dating app users, it
was expected that due to the limited physical interactions ODA users had with
their contacts, as well as the limited time they spent in communication with
their contacts, there would be more negative feelings expressed compared
with social media users who have access to combined integrated social media
platform systems and others also have access to them through the same
channels. This question aimed to understand more of the participants’ personal
feelings resulting from social media and online dating platform interactions. The
responses are in Table 5.

Table 5: Positive and negative feelings experienced when using social media and
online dating platforms to build an intimate interaction with a contact.

‘ Yes (Social Media)

No (Social Media)

Don't Know (Social Media)
. Yes (Dating Apps)

No (Dating Apps)

Don't Know (Dating Apps)

From the data, frustration figures in the major mix of emotions apropos of both
social media as well as for ODAs. In both social media and online dating, feelings
of insecurity also indicate mixed negative and positive emotions. More positive
emotions include being optimistic and confident.

Some insights were provided by the participants as to what prompts some of the
more negative feelings they experience when interacting with an intimate partner
through digital media platforms and experiencing forms of TFGBV.

NEGATIVE EMOTIONS

Frustration

Frustration was mainly presented by participants as an emotion directed at

the self. UKZNH3, a Black South African female, states, “[I] think the anger is
more towards yourself, that you put yourself out there and you feel like it's your
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fault that everything is happening the way that it is because of yourself and the
decisions you took.”

There is also the frustration over what trying to look for love online can lead to.
WUBS3, a Black South African female, points this out:

[1] think it's definitely traumatising because firstly, there’s no shame in
trying to look for love [...] online because we live in a digital era; that's how
things work for us. So | feel like the victims [...] feel lonely [and unheard]
because you're trying to create a sense of community. [BJut at the same
time, this is the space they need to come back and exist in.

Unloved

Feeling unloved when encountering forms of TFGBV such as harsh and insulting
words from strangers and intimate partners, especially at the initiation and
exiting stage of relationships, some participants say, produces a series of
negative emotions. Asked to describe some of the emotions they felt when they
encountered diverse forms of TFGBV, IIEMSABT1, the white South African bisexual
male, encountered online insults to his person on the brink of his breakup. He
says, “[FIrom my own experience with the individual | spent about 10 years with,
| went into [...] a type of social media remission for a year. | completely lost all
activity online. | stopped talking to a lot of people. [T]his was mostly just mental
and emotional stuff.”

NWUVA4, Black South African female, tries to explain from her experience why
this can be so detrimental:

[Some] people are more emotional and usually they don't [like] reporting
such things. They will be looking at the message, beating themselves

[...], focusing on whatever you said. Even if | report or delete it, it's still
considered violence [...] and I might end up hurting myself like [those who]
don't take violence the easy way, [...] to a point [where] you will find scars
on their bodies. [I] used to have scars and some of them are still visible.
Whenever I'm alone, | would blame myself for whatever they said or
whatever they did. And | would take maybe a knife or something sharp just
to give myself scars, thinking that it might be some form of healing because
I'm not the type to be talking.

[IEMSABS, the Black international student, encapsulates her emotions as “you
feel quite dehumanised. You feel very empty after that.” While for UKZNWA4,

a Black South African male, “anybody who is faced with such is left with a mix
of emotions: self-blame, self-hate. Because this happened to you. Because you
brought this to yourself.” WUB9, the Black South African male member of the
LGBTQ+ community who experienced the sexualisation of his body online from
an online contact, vents:
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| can't tell about other people, but myself, it really hurts my self-esteem.

So, | feel self-hatred, you know, in a way. It feels like | have no worth. [My]
worth is being attached to a nude photo or video or something like that.
And sometimes you would send [...] photos of yourself, the best photos
that you think you have, and they send you a response, “[W]ell, what? Your
body is not [...] pleasing.” [T]he body shaming aspect gets in [...] and you,
you immediately get hurt. And that thing sort of like would sit in your mind.

Violated
IEMSAB4, a white South African male, speaks of his experience online:

So | believe that it could be quite a de-realising experience [...] because in
a way you make a persona on the internet. You make a persona online,
and when that persona is shattered, you don't really have anything
behind it and that can leave you feeling just completely empty. It can leave
you feeling quite destroyed, crumbled down to your bare bones, and
depending on what happened to you, it can be anything from you feel
disgusted by yourself, maybe by a person you feel frustrated (with). How
could you be so deceived?

For WUB7, the Black South African female, the violation comes with emotions
related to shame:

| think shame and fear are [what] people experience when one encounters
this violence and the fact that [...] | feel like also some lack of respect as
well. You feel like the person does not respect you. And | feel like hate.
Hatred for the person comes very late. You mostly scared, you mostly
ashamed, you mostly panicking and all that. And you hate yourself more
than you hate that person.

Pessimistic

The negative effect of TFGBV also affects how the victim interacts with
prospective intimate partners both on and offline. UKZNWA2, a South African
Black male, surmises:

[T]heir future relationships are affected, how they trust people who they
are going to be with in the future. And | think it will bring a lot of traumas
that you have to face. [P]eople are going to forget at some point, but you
won't forget. It's [...] gonna stick with you, the shame, and you will have to
deal with it. Those [...] short-term and long-term emotions, it affects them
going forward. [T]he relationships they also have with their families. It
makes it really hard for them to face (them).
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WUAS3, a Black South African female, points out that negative emotions need not
elicit an immediate reaction. She adds:

But some people’s comments like stick to you. So, it affects how you view
yourself long-term. It affects how you deal with life. It affects how you

deal with those types of people if you meet them physically. [T]o a certain
extent you internalise it. [The comments] start to affect your confidence as
a female or as a male or non-binary, etc. It affects your decisions.

Taking this further, NWUMAGS, a Black South African male, observes that negative
experiences makes one vigilant because of what can happen on social media
platforms. This leads one to be wary of even those who approach with good
intentions “because | don't know this person. Why is this person sending me this
message [is] based on the experience that happened before.”

Insecurity and loss of confidence

The participants note that depending on the type of TFGBV encountered, the
resultant emotions could include the feeling of insecurity and lack of self-
confidence. IEMSAA7, a Black South African female, states:

[Ylou'll be afraid to, like, post yourself on social media because it doesn't
even matter if your account is private or not, because you could be
somebody who's already in a following and it could be somebody even
close to you, because there are cases like that. [It makes] me afraid.”

For IEMSAB3, a Black South African female, it is all about anxiety. “[1] think mostly
feelings of anxiety. And like also we have this sense of mistrust of everyone that
we come across. [Alre they real? How do | know if they are real? Am | sure of

this person I'm speaking to?” WUBS5, a Black South African male, says, “I feel like
mostly [it] really damages your self-confidence and self-esteem.”

Positive emotions

Positive emotions inspired by online interactions and relationship-building were
also considered. Based on participants’ responses, the following themes were
developed, which give depth to the quantitative responses.

Confidence
Many participants speak of the confidence to control how a relationship is

initiated and built online. WUB3, the Black South African female, enthuses:

[Y]lou have full control of the situation. You can decide you want to start
talking to the person, if you want to send a picture or not. So, everything
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that you do there is totally in your control. [I]t takes away like the anxiety
aspect of things where you can just [...] ask anything without the fear

of losing the person or being judged. [You can] even learn more about
yourself, the things that you like and things [you] don't like. It gives you a
variety of [...] options.

For UKZNWAT1, a Black South African female, online dating is where:

[Y]ou are [...] able to write upfront or show upfront the qualities of the
person you're looking for. So, the people responding to your profile or your
post will be the people that you are actually looking for. [Y]Jou are not like
talking to people randomly. You [...] develop a deeper affection from there.

For NWUMAZ2, a Black South African male, building a relationship online helps
you understand a person before meeting them because, he says, many men do
not always approach women personally. “It's better for us to approach online,
to get to know each other more. [N]Jow you have that confidence [...] because
women will say, when you (meet physically), you are too boring, you must be
trying to be romantic and all those [...] things.”

NWUVBS, a Black South African, female, addresses social media's empowerment:

[Y]ou get to choose how you portray yourself to that person. [’'m] a very
straightforward person. | know that. But | can choose to tell that person
that I'm a very shy person. I'm reserved. I'm kind. [It] could all be a lie.
[Als much as it is a bad thing for the other person, it can be an advantage
for me as the person who's doing it because | want to look nice.

NWUVBS, a Black South African female, speaks of one’s confidence in deciding
what content to share. “You may select a few things or share only positive things
about you. You don't need to give the person your whole background.”

For WUBS9, the Black LGBTQ+ man, says online presence gives him the confidence
to “stalk™:

| think stalking can have a positive impact. Because think about [...] stalking
your crush on Instagram. [T]o see who they are friends with, who do they
choose? [Y]ou don't even want to like their picture by mistake, because you
don’t want them to find out that you're stalking them. [Particularly] when
you come to a point of uncertainty about that person. One of the best
things that you can ever do is to do a background check: find out who are
they dating. Where were they [...] two months ago? Who have they been
speaking with? Do we have mutual friends? You can get that information,
like within 10 minutes. That's exciting.
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For NWUMADS, a Black South African male, this confidence can only be
sustained online:

[Y]ou don't have to go and meet that person. [...] Sometimes you want
a particular lady. But by the virtue of her being a student and me being
a student, | won't make it. So, it gives you that self-confidence to say
whatever you want online. [T]here are things that | say online [that are]
very difficult to say [in person]. So, you are bold, you are confident on
[...] social media. [Y]ou just be yourself because this person doesn’t
really know the surface; you can be yourself or not be yourself; there
are no judgments.

Happy
Participants spoke of feelings of happiness from interactions in diverse ways.

IIEMSAB1, the white South African bisexual man, believes that social media
platforms allow people to build a good relationship “with people you may not see
in your lifetime.” He recounts:

I've been friends with somebody from Australia for the better part of five
years now. | mean, they tell me they're from Australia. [...] If it was not for
that accessibility through the media platform of Discord, | would not have
met this person. | would not have been able to build the relationship | have
with them, and | consider them a good friend.

For WUB7, the Black South African female, it is “getting to know [and] talk to this
person for hours and hours online. You can send each other messages and get
instant responses. It's nice to be heard [and] talk to someone that you can be
able to call at any time. And they answer.”

Similarly, UKZNWAS3, a Black South African male, finds it a relief to “talk to a
person without having to worry about anything.” He explains:

If you had a bad day, you can just go to a person that you've never met
before [...] just message the person. It becomes way easier for you to

talk to them through texting. It feels like they understand you. And since
they've never seen you before, they have a different perspective of you
that everyone around doesn't have, and they respect you more because
they don't know anything. [I]t's way easier to come to them about your
situations because in a way, they can act as a therapist when you [...] come
to them with your problems. It just feels like they understand, you know?
But once you start transitioning to physical, it declines.
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NWUVBY, Black South African female, adds, “[Y]ou can just call them and tell
them this is what happened.”

For other participants, this feeling of happiness over online contacts is based

on more concrete advantages. For UKZNH4, Black South African female, it saves
the bother of travel and resources “because when you go meet them, you spend
money.” This way, “you don't get too intimately involved. | mean, for us girls, [you]
just preserve yourself as a lady.” NWUMA3, South African Black male, adds that
“when you meet (physically), you have to pay and go out.” NWUVA4, Black South
African female, also voices her reluctance over face-to-face meetups. “l don't get
to meet the person. I'm too lazy for (physical) meetups. [...] I'll make excuses.
We will be interesting on the phone, we will connect. But meeting, (no).” While
for WUVB1, Black South African female, “I don't always have to be present. If it's
online, you can just lie.” With such relationships, “it's very easy to detach from
someone online than it is to detach from someone physically,” says NWUVBS, a
Black South African female, while for others, like NWUVB11, Black South African
male), “it's the peace of mind.”

Optimistic

Optimism that online relationships can open opportunities that physical
relationships may not be able to was a significant theme. IEMSAB5 and IIEMSAB2
are two Black African female international students who describe their home
countries as “conservative”. The former says social media “allows you to connect
with people who have different perspectives and who share passions with you
that you wouldn't really be able to find in your everyday life.” IEMSAB2 believes
social media gives people some form of escape from reality. “[Y]ou're like in a
dream world, you fantasise about it: the whole idea of a global village. Social
media has helped to implement that, which is a good thing.” WUA9, Black South
African female, loves the networking the media affords. “[B]eing able to connect
with other people, other worlds, learning about other cultures, language, it can
really open up [...] opportunities, cultural diversity”. In addition, “it brings the
world closer. People can now intermingle (with) someone who's completely
different from how you were [brought up],” says UKZNH1, Black South

African male.

Participants also identified the opportunity social media facilitated to build lasting
platonic as well as intimate relationships. UKZNH11, Black South African
female, notes:

[Tlhere are so many people who got like serious relationships that they
have like built from online. Some are even married to the people that they
met online, living the best life ever because not everyone is out there to
hurt other people. Some people are very genuine. [Y]Jou can meet a person
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who actually wants to build something, who has pure intentions.

NWUVA10, Black South African female, gives the example of a friend who met
someone from America through social media and now they are engaged. “So,
there are [...] beautiful aspects to social media despite the negativity. | don't think
social media is the problem. It's us, the humans, how we make use of it.”

Loved

Under this theme are accounts of participants who developed intimate or
platonic relationships online. NWUVAT10, the Black South African female, says her
current relationship was formed online on Facebook through a post:

It has allowed me to meet someone amazing. [L]ike as much as there's
negativity [in] social media, there's also positive outcomes. | wouldn't have
met this particular person if it wasn't for that Facebook post or [...] me
having Facebook [account] in the first place.

More platonic relationship accounts were given by respondents. NWUVAG, Black
South African male, recounts:

[1] have a friend on (social) media. Sometimes we don't communicate [...]
because of some fights, then (we) will come around and (she'll) tell me, “I
missed you.” We're very close. She didn't trust me at first, now we treat
each other like darling, sweetheart and stuff. We don't use extreme words
like love. We formed a bond and we grew from there [...] maybe two years
without even meeting each other, only on social media, Facebook and
WhatsApp. Strictly friends.

For NWUVA4, Black South African female, it was a casual beginning for a
friendship that she did not take seriously initially:

But then through talking, | found out that he’s not bad. He just wanted
friendship. | remember there was this time | was complaining about not
finding a spot for being a tutor. He knew my details, so he applied for me. |
found that | was accepted. He's a good friend, even though we haven't met
face to face. We only talk when it's necessary.

Discussion
A mixture of emotions was reported through the survey and qualified through

the FGD sessions. These diverse emotions correspond to other studies that
indicate that youth are strongly affected by their online interactions.
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/ 6. Responses and reactions to TFGBV as perpetuated through social media apps

The research attempted to understand the responses and reactions of the
participants to TFGBV as perpetuated through online platforms. The quantitative
survey indicates that respondents are less likely to share their negative online
experiences. Asked if they shared their negative online experiences with

anyone, 53% indicated no while 45% indicated yes. Asked who they would likely
share these experiences with, 51% indicated friends/colleagues/peers; 24%
indicated family members (parents, siblings, aunt, etc.) while only 7% indicated a
professional body (e.g. legal practitioner, psychologist or public official), and 3% a
member of the university council or other bodies of authority. More respondents,
however, were more likely to share positive experiences, especially their online
dating experiences (69%).

To provide more insights into the under-reporting indicated in the quantitative
data, themes from the qualitative responses are presented below.

Perceptions of TFGBV reporting

A number of factors derived from the qualitative data explains why the
participants are reluctant to report negative TFGBV experiences they encounter
from social media platforms and online dating apps. These are presented below.

Social judgment/victim-blaming, and stigma surrounding TFGBV victims
Participants indicated their fear of social judgment as a major reason for not
reporting their experiences of TFGBV because they were looking for love or
building a relationship online. UKZNWAT1, Black South African female, explains
that people are afraid to talk for fear of being judged and facing questions like,
“What were you doing looking for love on social media? Why didn't you look for it
here, right here in front of you?” NWUVBS6, Black South African female, adds:

[Tlhere will be questions like, ‘Why did you accept his friend request in the
first place? Why did you follow him back? [I]t's going to be like | went from
experiencing this horrible thing to being interrogated about this horrible
thing, and now I'm made to look like | initiated this horrible thing.

WUAS3, Black South African female, adds, “Let’s say you met someone online
[and] you have a date with them. And something happens during that date, |
think the [words] mostly used on social media is, ‘You asked for it'.” Such victim-
blaming mentality of the society is “what | find to be very painful, especially when
you're the victim but you face the social blaming ... you start to believe it,” says

[IEMSAB1, white South African male bisexual.

UKZNH9, Black South African male member of the LGBTQ+ community, believes
“the virtual world is evolving, but not the South African society”:

47



/ 6. Responses and reactions to TFGBV as perpetuated through social media apps

Inasmuch as we are living in a society where we (are) exposed, like it's

a different society from what (it) was like maybe 20 years back. The
emergence of [...] online dating apps or [social media] has changed the
society [...] though there are people who still live life (as) lived back then.
So, if | come here, I'll be like, “I experienced TFGBV,” and the person would
be like, “How do you go about trusting someone you never met? That's
where judgment comes in. So, I'll be hindered to voice out and be like,
“Oh, what is he gonna say? | was so naive to go about exposing myself to a
person I've never even met before.”

WUB 9, Black South African male member of the LGBTQ+ community, adds:

[1ln 2017, if you met somebody on Tinder, it was a taboo. But | think
lockdown sort of normalised that because we couldn’t really meet face to
face. | remember particularly [...] there was a scourge (of cases) [and the]
police station would have a poster saying Stop Meeting People on Grindr.
But the reality is that you can’t control what people really do at the end of
the day.

TFGBYV is difficult to conceptualise/report

A number of the participants had never heard of the term TFGBV and lament that
failure to recognise it as such inhibited them from reporting their experience as a
crime. WUB7, Black South African female, explains:

[lInsulting people and just posting someone’s pictures without their
consent. | don't know the term for that, and | don’t think others know the
term as well. So we wouldn't even be aware that this is happening. Yes, we
have the POPI Act, but | feel like there's limitations. Because, even if you
were to go to a police station and say someone is stalking (me), someone is
using my pictures. Our justice system in this country is not the best. Those
are [...] things that might not even be taken seriously. We hide it because it
happens online and our parents or elders warn us against the dangers of
social media. So, we just didn't say anything.

WUB?7, Black South African female, explains the trauma of reporting TFGBV:

[W]hen you explain something, you have to relive it, you have to go back
and you have to re-experience everything again. You have to take that
person you are reporting to through whatever you've been through and
you don't know who [it] is. Even though maybe this is their account, you
don't know their address. You don't know their details. You just have their
social media handle. And that is not much to go on because it's just a
profile and not who they are or where they [are]. It's like their details are
vague. | don't think social media is designed to protect us as users, but that
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can take a turn, especially when the user is now a perpetrator. [You] can't
[say] this is where | can find them [...] when we go to the police station to
write a report. [YJou don't have their (perpetrator’s) details.

However, for IEMSAA7, Black South African female, a major challenge would be
“knowing who to go to because, like | said, especially with the older generation,
it's not really taken seriously because it's online. So the first step would be
knowing where to go.” In addition, WUA1, a Black South African male, points out:

Not being allowed or given the platform to actually voice out your concerns
or actually say, “l went through this,” is the actual issue, because [...] for a
man, if you get to experience it and. say, “l want to go report this,” you go
to the police station and then you become a laughingstock. Not being given
the platform to actually say | went through this [...] makes it hard to [get]
the perpetrator punished.

Law enforcement agencies are not equipped to take on TFGBV as a crime
The participants believe that the South African law enforcement body is not
properly equipped nor trained to take on TFGBV cases. WUB7, Black South
African female, states:

[O]ur justice system is really poor [...] for online (crimes), because you're
going to report an account or [...] a person behind an account. So you are
at risk of being told that it's not that serious, it's not that deep. You can
just block them and move on. | feel like they don't know what to do and
as a result they end up not doing anything. | have seen people saying
they went to report someone who is (experiencing) online bullying, but
I've not seen the follow-up (from) the police (nor) [the] perpetrators
retracting everything.

Emphasising this, WUA1A, a Black South African male, points out: “If | go [to the
police station] and say this person just beat me up for no reason, chances are
high that I'm going to get justice. But if it's online, they take it lightly [and] say
like, 'How do you prove this?' It's like a lot of research to find the person.” For
UKZNWAS3, Black South African male, “I feel like the only (GBV) crime that they try
to focus on is rape. And people getting mugged.” NWUMADS, a Black South African
male, is equally sceptic:

[A] person might be scared to go and report because experience tells that
person that [in] the previous cases reported on the matter, there [were]
no serious consequences. Like the issue [of] nude pictures online, [justice]
must come from law enforcement, so that the next person can see that
you can [...] be punished for doing something like that.
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UKZNWA?2, Black South African male, thinks the government should take these
issues seriously. “I'm not sure [but] there's no policy on TikTok (for) children
under a certain age.” He fears it could lead them to online GBV. UKZNHZ2, a Black
South African female, however believes:

[Tlhere are laws that government had laid out there for people who
actually suffered from this type of gender-based violence. If someone

like made a silly comment about someone online, they can take them to
court for that. But | think government has to put more focus now because
it's actually affecting people. And, if something can be put out there for
everyone to know that there is something called TFGBV. Because people
are only aware of GBV. [Y]ou can see people like getting arrested because
of GBV, there are awareness (campaigns) about GBV, but not TFGBV.

The only thing that government helped with TFGBV is if someone said
something about you, you come to court and they will maybe publicly
apologise for what they said. That is the only thing that is there. So, if it
can be put out there, maybe the government as well can [...] have laws
that regulate this.
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Discussion
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/ Conclusion

The research, through both quantitative and qualitative insights, was able

to explore patterns of TFGBV experienced by South African university youth
through social media and online dating. The quantitative data indicated low
usage of online dating apps, and the qualitative data revealed the reasons for
this to be media, family and friends’ accounts of negative physical experiences
of attempted muggings and even murder. Also factored in is the anonymity
associated with online dating - not knowing who the online contact is. However,
respondents also identify social media platforms, especially SNSs such as
Facebook and Instagram as channels for more emotional forms of TFGBV
(generation of negative comments, posts as well as sharing of these negative
contents). The research also found that generating and sharing of sexually
explicit messages was a major form of TFGBV participants experienced, mainly
at the initiation of a relationship. This may be in the form of contacts requesting
for nude images or videos or sending them without consent. For minority
groups such LGBTQ+ communities, TFGBV cases are mainly based on their
intersectionality as members, students, young, and financially constrained. This
makes them vulnerable to exploitation as well as physical and emotional harm.
Similarly, young single mothers looking for intimate relationships are exposed
to misogynistic comments directed at their positionality. Last but not the least
are experiences of Black women who receive fetish-related comments stemming
from sexualisation of their bodies.

While building relationships, TFGBV forms are more aggressive during the
initiation and exiting phases. Facing these forms of TFGBV can greatly affect the
emotions of youth engaging on social media or ODAs. The research identified
mixed emotions within the quantitative data. These experiences were further
given meaning within the qualitative data, which identified themes of insecurity,
feeling unloved, pessimism, and feeling frustrated. More positive emotions
include feeling loved, optimism, happiness and confidence. These feelings are

a response to the positive or negative interactions the participants had while
engaging with online contacts.

Finally, the quantitative data indicated that most participants would not discuss
the more negative experiences they encounter through their online interactions,
and if they did, they would rather tell their friends, peers and colleagues. Very
few confide in older members of the society. Themes derived from the qualitative
data gave depth to this data. These contexts indicate that participants are afraid
of social judgment, and believe that the law enforcement is not sufficiently

or adequately equipped nor trained to take on cybercrimes. This means that
perpetrators are rarely caught, but victims are faced with secondary victimisation.
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/ Limitation of the study

This mixed-methods study presents several limitations, which should be
considered when interpreting the findings and in planning future research.

Sample representation and generalisability

The research was conducted within select campuses of public and private higher
education institutions, which may not fully represent the wider population

of South African youth or all types of higher education in South Africa.
Consequently, generalisation apropos of students from technical and vocational
education and training (TVET) colleges may be limited due to differences in digital
literacy, access and socio-economic factors.

Under-reporting and social desirability bias

Due to the sensitive nature of TFGBV, some participants may have under-
reported their experiences because of concerns about judgment, shame, or
internalised stigma. Responses in both surveys and focus group discussions
might have been influenced by perceived social norms, particularly regarding
LGBTQ+ identities or non-consensual sexual content, possibly affecting the
accuracy of self-reported data.

Terminological confusion and conceptual gaps

The research found a general lack of awareness and understanding of the
term technology-facilitated gender-based violence, among participants. This
factor may affect the quality of quantitative data, as participants could have
had difficulty identifying or labelling their experiences as TFGBYV, leading to
inconsistent or incomplete responses.

Platform-specific variations not fully explored

While participants referred to various platforms (e.g. WhatsApp, Facebook,
Tinder, Grindr), the study did not analyse experiences by individual platform or
algorithmic features. This limits the extent to which distinct digital environments
and their roles in facilitating or mitigating gender-based violations can be
understood.

Temporal limitations and evolving digital practices

The study provides insight for a specific period and may not account for
changes arising from shifts in digital communication and online dating practices.
Alterations in platform policies, user behaviour and technology could influence
patterns and forms of TFGBYV, highlighting the value of longitudinal research.
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/ Limitation of the study

Limited legal and policy engagement

Although institutional perceptions and the Protection of Personal Information
Act were mentioned, a comprehensive examination of legal frameworks was not
conducted. As such, the relationship between law and student experiences of
TFGBV remains insufficiently addressed.

Acknowledging these limitations is important for contextualising the study and
informing more robust and targeted future research.
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